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Amendment 15, section 1: 
"The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude."
He had a dream.  We all know it.  We’ve all heard the speech.  The words become louder and louder during the month of February each year, and we memorialize his vision, courage and persistence in the middle of January each year as well.  Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. has become one of the greatest legends of the Civil Rights Movement, yet, had the 15th Amendment to the US Constitution been heeded when it was ratified, Dr. King would probably have been able to tend to his parish and minister to the faithful-and he may still be alive today.

It didn’t matter to many of the citizens of the southern states that laws were ratified in 1870 preserving the right to vote for every citizen, no matter the race, color or previous condition of servitude.  Many southerners just weren’t having it and were more than willing to go kicking and screaming and hating, well into the 20th century.

African Americans had the right to vote since ratification of Amendment 15 in 1870.  In 1961, more than half the population of Selma, Alabama was African American.  Although there were over 15,000 black Americans in Dallas County, the seat of Selma, that were eligible to vote, only 103 were registered. Believing in “strength in numbers,” groups like the Dallas County Voters League were formed and repeatedly made attempts to register to vote.  At each turn, they were stopped by state and local officials, aided by the White Citizens Council and the Ku Klux Klan, who employed various techniques including economic pressure and violence to interfere with voter registration.  The opposition seemed almost insurmountable as they brandished Billy clubs, tear gas and human shields.  There were many injuries to the 600 civil rights marchers, seeking only the equality that was “guaranteed” to them by the 15th amendment, as they insisted on achieving their goal to reach the state capital to register to vote. After several bloody attempts, the march from Selma, Alabama to the state capital in Montgomery was completed.  Dr. King was involved in this crusade, as he was in all civil rights crusades of the time. 

The 15th amendment was part of the reconstruction of the United States.  Oddly enough, although Ulysses S. Grant won the presidential election in 1868 by a narrow margin of the popular vote, the fact that black people were allowed to vote in the south gave him the victory, but ironically, he lost the popular vote in the largest state at the time, which was New York, because, it is believed, black people were not allowed to vote in that state back then. It’s hard to imagine in this day and age that African Americans were not yet allowed to vote in New York at that time.  

We all think of it as a routine social studies lesson as we hear about the conflicts in the early 60’s that formed the backbone of the Civil Rights Movement.  We can’t fathom that it really happened, because we’re fortunate enough to live in more tolerant times-to some extent.  But there are plenty of people who are still alive who lived through the horror of Bloody Sunday 46 years ago.

We all know the famous lines of Dr. King’s speech.  We know, “Free at last…” We know, “I have a dream.”  But how many of us know what kind of dream Dr. King had?  

“One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination. ….In a sense we have come to our nation's capital to cash a check. When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all men, yes, black men as well as white men, would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness…. I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor having his lips dripping with the words of interposition and nullification; one day right there in Alabama, little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers.”

Every generation has its struggles and its great men to find the way to justice.  The 15th Amendment was the way the wise men of the time did what they could to insure equality and freedom for every American.
